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A Byzantine church at Sirkeci in Istanbul 
Ferudun 6zgtimti~ 
Istanbul University 
In the early spring of 2000, during construction work for an office 
building in Sirkeci, the remains of a badly damaged Byzantine 
structure were exposed. The structure, provisionally identified as a 
church, is located on a site that is key to understanding the 
Byzantine topography of the Sirkeci district of modem Istanbul. 
The dedication of the church, which is a subject for debate, remains 
unknown.' This paper describes the structure and discusses possible 
interpretations of it, before putting forward a tentative 
identification of its dedication. As such, it seeks to pave the way 
for future research, since a resolution of this question would shed 
important new light on the archaeology and topography of the area. 
The structure was found where Ankara Caddesi and Ebusuud 
Caddesi, two of the main streets in Sirkeci, bisect each other at 
right-angles. Unfortunately, most of the structure was completely 
destroyed by bulldozers during the demolition of modem buildings, 
except for what may be the main apse and prothesis of two 
pastophoria. The author was alerted to the existence if this 
structure by a colleague and, with the collaboration of Istanbul 
Archaeological Museum, it was possible to preserve in situ what 
remained of the church (Fig. I). 
When fully exposed, the east wall of the structure was found to 
be in a very good state of preservation, revealing that the building 
had been of substantial proportions, with a tri-apsidal east end. The 
brick walls were constructed in 'Recessed Brickwork', suggesting 
that the structure dates to the 11th or 12th century.' The main, 
central, apse and adjacent surviving area of the east wall stand over 
six metres high and are constructed of rubble faced with four 
courses of brick and at least one course of stone (Fig. 2) . Only a 
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very small part of the superstructure of the main apse is still visible 
- an area some six metres in length (Fig. 3). The existing walls are 
approximately one metre thick, with II cm of mortar between each 
of the brick courses. During recording of the main apse, 
fragmentary human remains were found. 
Additional courses of fine brickwork were found nearly 20m 
west of the apsed structure, unfortunately almost completely 
destroyed by the bulldozers. From these, the approximate length of 
the substructure may be extrapolated as at least 19m. Among the 
finds from this area are some fragments of marble revetments and a 
few glass sherds (Fig. 6). 
The apses, surviving plan and alignment are consistent with this 
being a Middle Byzantine church. If so, the burial in the main apse 
may be that of a priest, a patron or another revered individual. The 
most striking aspect of this building is the predominance of 
recessed brickwork (Figs. 4 & 5). The oldest known example of 
this construction technique is found at St. Mary Peribleptos in the 
Koca Mustafa Pa~a district of western Istanbul.' However, all of 
the Byzantine churches that are textually attested in the Sirkecki 
area were built earlier than the Peribleptos church. If the newly-
exposed church is one of these, then its recessed brickwork walls 
could even be the earliest example of this technique in 
Constantinople, although it could just as easily represent the 
undocumented rebuilding of an earlier church. 
The topographical context 
The Byzantine topography of the district today known as Sirkeci is 
not wholly understood. The main avenue, Ankara Caddesi, divides 
the district into two major parts. These are broadly equivalent to the 
Genoese and Pisan concessions of the Middle Byzantine period. 
As such, the newly-exposed church probably stood in the Genoese 
concession. By 991, Italian merchants, especially Venetians, had 
commercial franchises in the capital and, in 1112, Alexios 
Comnenos (1081-1118) granted the Pisans same privileges as the 
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Venetians' These two communities had privileged access to the 
two harbours of Prosopharion and Neorion. The Genoese 
concession had access to the Prosopharion harbour and the Pisan 
concession, which was probably on the other side of present-day 
Ankara Caddesi, had access to the Neorion.' 
Although it probably stood in the Genoese concession, the 
dedication of the church remains uncertain. Several Byzantine 
churches are textually-attested as having been located in this area 
and so there are several possible dedications. As a substantial 
church, it is possible that it formed part of a textually-attested 
complex. The best-known secular complex in this area is the so-
called 'Palace of Botanieates' . The precise location of this complex 
remains uncertain, although it is often, probably wrongly, 
associated with a structure on Cemal Nadir Caddesi, one km from 
the Sirkeci church.' Because of its location at Sirkeci, it might be 
supposed that this Middle Byzantine ruin was part of the 'Palace of 
Botanieates' complex but the distance between them renders this 
unlikely and , in any case, other churches are known to have stood 
in this area. 
Identification of the church 
Topographical criteria are important to any consideration of 
possible dedications. Janin's topographical work forms a vital 
starting point here. 7 Among the attested churches in the Sirkeci area 
the Kauleas Monastery was perhaps the largest and most 
prestigious monastic establishment, given that it is mentioned in 
association with Emperor Leo VI (886-912) .8 The Kauleas 
Monastery, also known as the Monastery of SI. Antony (Moni tou 
Kyr), was built by Patriarch Antonius II Kauleas (893-891) near the 
Neorion harbour.' Russian travellers visited it in the Middle 
Byzantine period, although they appear to have mistakenly located 
it near SI. John Studios in the west of the city." The monastery's 
beautiful mosaic decoration is described in some texts. " However, 
it is generally agreed that it was very near to present day Yeni 
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Cami or Balik Pazari, so it is very unlikely to be the same church as 
that newly exposed at Sirkeci. 12 Another church that might be taken 
into consideration is the church of St. Demetrios, of which very 
little is known. lanin claims that it was located in the Sirkeci 
quarter and for this reason it is considered here, although it is 
perhaps more likely to have been located further to the south and 
west, near the district of Kumkapi. 13 
Hagia Dynamis, which was dedicated to the Divine Power of 
God in the II th century, must also be taken into consideration." 
This date would fit well with the recessed brickwork on the Sirkeci 
Church, but since Hagia Dynamis was apparently constructed very 
near the Neorion harbour it is ' unlikely to be represented by the 
Sirkeci substructure. 
There are four other churches in this area that seem more 
plausible as candidates for the newly-exposed church. These 
include the monasteries of Theodosiu and Mondila, both of which 
were constructed in the I I th and 12'h centuries, like the Sirkeci 
church. While acknowledging that little is known about these 
churches, lanin suggests that they were both located in the Sirkeci 
district, in the area that was once a Genoese Conc·ession." Given 
their topographical proximity to the Genoese colony and their 
foundation dates, these two monasteries cannot be eliminated. 
The two remaining known churches share characteristics with 
the Sirkeci substructure. These were the churches dedicated to the 
Virgin and St. Michael respectively. Both are thought to have been 
located in an area formerly known as 'Eugeniu' , which lanin 
argues was around Sirkeci. " One of these, the church dedicated to 
the Virgin, was constructed during the reign of Theodosius I (379-
395). According to lanin, it was in the south of Eugeniu, which 
would make it rather too far from the Sirkeci church for that 
dedication to be attributed it. Yet, more recently, Berger has 
located it in the centre of the area, and much nearer to the newly-
exposed structure so, like Hagia Dynamis, it cannot be eliminated 
from our enquiry." However, it should be remembered that 
whereas the church of Sirkeci is Middle Byzantine in date (or at 
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least substantially repaired in the Middle Byzantine period) the 
church of the Virgin dates from the 4th century. The last of the four 
possibilities is that dedicated to St. Michael." Janin argues that it 
must have been near the present-day Sirkeci railway station, based 
on a reading of the accounts of Patriarch Matheius I in the 14th 
century." This would accord well with the location of the Sirkeci 
church. 
Conclusion 
It is, of course, possible that none of the churches discussed above 
represent the neWly-exposed church at Sirkeci and instead, it may 
simply be one of the several undocumented Byzantine Churches of 
Istanbul. It is to be hoped that further research will be carried out 
on this structure, in order to enhance our knowledge and 
understanding of the Byzantine archaeology of the city, and 
especially the Sirkeci district. 
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Plan and Cross-section ofthe Sirkeci Church 
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Fig.2 The main apse from the East 
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Fig.3. The main apse and prothesis from the West 
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Fig. 4. Metal, marble, glass and ceramic sherds 
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Fig. 5. North-East comer of the main apse, showing concealed 
brick technique 
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Fig. 6. Brick layers in the main apse 
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